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With 6 figures

In the autumn/winter of 1969 we undertook an expedition to West Pakistan

(Indus) and Assam (Brahmaputra), the aim of which was to investigate the

ethology of Platanista gangetica and to collect samples from this interesting

species of dolphin for comparative anatomical researches. It was possible to

observe dolphins for several weeks in both regions. Some animals were captured

and put into a small natural pool near the Indus (Main River) where they were

observed day and night. Finally, two Platanista (<$ and $) were transported

from the Indus to Berne. These animals have been living in the dolphinarium

of the Institute since 27.12.1969 (Pilleri, 1970 a).

When observing the dolphins in the muddy water of the Indus and Brahma-

putra rivers we were of the impression that this species swims on its side. This

observation (fig. 1) has now been confirmed in the clear water of the dolphinarium.

The dolphins swim on their right or left side, but mainly on the right and only

occasionally on the left (fig. 2). In the basin of the institute they often swim

together, the $ slightly above the $, or vice versa, in a circle round the edge of

the basin (fig. 3). The $ frequently swims on the left side of the basin while the

<$ swims on the right, both describing symmetrical circles towards each other

(fig. 4). In preparation to blowing, the animal turns 90° rounds its own body

axis and surfaces with its body in a straight line (fig. 5). Exhalation generally

begins prior to the audible " bläst ", as soon as the snout comes into contact with

the air (fig. 6 a-c).

The dolphins also swim on their side when catching fish. They advance with

one flipper nearly touching the bottom of the basin and the other pointed towards
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the surface, and open their jaws wide as soon as fish are in the vicinity. The fish

are caught in a sort of pincer movement by the snout, pushed into the corner of

the mouth and swallowed head first.

The catching of fish often gives rise to an animated chase, but occasionally the

fish are caught with the snout nearer the surface when the dolphin is lying in a

straight line prior to blowing. This behaviour has been repeatedly observed both

in the captured dolphins and in the dolphins kept in the natural pool of the Indus.

The few observations published to date on the behaviour of Platanista

gangetica were made by John Anderson (1878). Pilleri (1970 b) published the

Fig. 5.

Swimming behaviour of Platanista gangetica (semi-schematic).

results of some observations made in 1967 on animals of the Lower Brahmaputra,

but did not discuss swimming on the side. Anderson kept a small dolphin in

captivity for 10 days near his house in Calcutta, and although his report is

particularly comprehensive and accurate, it contains no reference to swimming

on the side. The Amazon dolphin, Inia geoffrensis investigated by us in Bolivian

Rivers and also in captivity does not, as a rule, swim on its side (Pilleri, 1969).

In shallow water, however, the Amazon dolphin turns on its side and advances

splashing along the muddy bottom. This behaviour has been described by us as

"tumbling in shallow water"; it has not been observed in animals kept in

captivity in basins of conventional design. The observations of Herald et al.

(1969) arc of limited value, as they are based on moribund animals kept alive

in captivity by forced feeding.

Summary

Whether at liberty or in captivity, the Indian river dolphin usually swims

on ils side. This position is retained when catching fish and when swimming in
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Fig. 1.

Platanista gangetica swimming on its side in shallow water of the Indus River.
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Fig. 2. Platanista gangetica swimming on its side in the basin.

Fig. 3. <$ and Ç swimming together in parallel formation, the female slightly above the male.

Fig. 4. S and $ swimming on their side in symmetrical circles.
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Fig. 6.

Platanista gangetica blowing (5a: photographed from above).


